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BIBLICAL SOCIAL JUSTICE AND ETHICAL
LEADERSHIP: A PASTORAL PERSPECTIVE
By Boubakar Sanou
Social justice is a multifaceted concept for which there
is no consensual definition. Different and mutually
contradictory views on its meaning makes discussing it
in Christian circles problematic. Its mere mention raises eyebrows in some contexts.1 Although aspects such
as advocacy for justice, equality, freedom, human dignity, and fair wages appear in most definitions, these
terms are understood in a wide variety of ways.2 David
Cohen, Rosa de la Vega, and Gabrielle Watson’s comprehensive perspective on social justice constitutes
the starting point of my reflection on the subject in this
article. For them, a just society: (1) “respects and protects
human rights,” (2) “respects and preserves the dignity of all
people, regardless of differences,” (3) “eradicates cruelty
by protecting people from abuse, violence, and humiliation caused by communities and institutions—including the government, international financial institutions, and multinational corporations,” (4) “provides
public space for people to challenge unjust behaviors,” (5)
“engages people in decision-making processes that affect
their lives, (6) “protects people from risk and harassment
when they participate and exercise their rights,” and (7)

“fixes responsibility on society’s powerful institutions, both
within and outside of government, to protect people
from harm and help improve their lives.”3
This article reflects on biblical social justice from a
perspective of ethical leadership in pastoral ministry.
After highlighting social justice as a biblical fundamental for Christians of all eras and contexts, the article
explores practical ways of promoting it through ethical
pastoral leadership.

Social Justice: A Christian Responsibility?
For Christians, despite the contradictory definitions and emotions surrounding social justice, it
remains an undeniable fact that justice is one of the
fundamental teachings of the Bible. Justice is rooted
in the character and nature of God. Scripture portrays Him as One who committedly “loves righteousness and justice” (Psalm 33:5), “upholds the cause of
the oppressed and gives food to the hungry” (Psalm
146:7), and calls on those in His covenant community

1
Ronald J. Sider, Just Politics: A Guide for Christian Engagement (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2012), 19; Adam
Taylor, “What Does Social Justice Really Mean?,” World Vision, February 20, 2012, https://www.worldvision.org/blog/
social-justice-really-mean.
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to “defend the poor and fatherless; Do justice to the
afflicted and needy. Deliver the poor and needy;
Free them from the hand of the wicked” (Psalm
82:3-4). God’s ideal for Israel to be a just nation was
expressed in the “institutions and laws such as the
Sabbatical year (Lev 25:1-7), the Year of Jubilee (25:824, 35-46), the law of redemption (25:25-34, 47-55), the
law of gleaning (Lev 19:9-10), prohibition of usury
(Exod 22:25; Lev 25:35-37), moving boundary stones
that delineated a person’s property (Deut 19:14,
27:17), and perverting the legal system by showing
bias, accepting bribes, or committing perjury (Exod
23:1-2; Deut 18-20).”4 Those institutions and laws provided ways to practice God’s ideal for social justice.
The Old Testament concept of shalom is perhaps the
most comprehensive for understanding the place of
social justice in the Bible. The primary idea it conveys
is that of “completeness, soundness, wholeness.”5
Although shalom is most of the times translated as
“peace,” it is not limited to the conventional notion of
peace as in the absence of war. Shalom is God’s “allembracing concern for human welfare. In it, every-

"...pursuing justice
is central to the
gospel commission."
thing that makes for wholeness was intertwined:
health, right relationships, justice, physical safety,
good harvest, prosperity, the presence of Yahweh.”6
The concept of shalom fastens together the spiritual,
material, emotional, and all other aspects of life.
Shalom also has a communal implication in the sense
that the wholeness of an individual is inseparably
linked with that of their community (see Jeremiah
29:7).7 With totality and wholeness as the fundamental
meaning of shalom, fair weights (Leviticus 19:35-36)
are shalom weights; caring for the poor, the widows,
and the orphans (James 1:27) constitutes an aspect
of shalom; building schools, building hospitals, and
digging wells are means of achieving shalom; mediating peace and reconciliation is a component of
shalom; standing up against racism, human trafficking, domestic violence, and other forms of exploitation and discrimination are all aspects of shalom.
Shalom as God’s intention for human flourishing is
also expressed in Jesus’ inaugural ministry speech

(Luke 4:18-19), His rebuke of the religious leaders for
creating a dichotomy between spiritual, physical, and
social aspects of their religion (Matthew 23:23; Note
that Jesus considers attention to justice and mercy as
a “weightier matter of the law”), the many healings
He performed, His feeding of the multitudes, countercultural defense of women and children, embrace
of the outcast, and crossing of ethnic and religious
boundaries.
As Christ’s herald, John the Baptist builds on this
Old Testament concept of shalom with his keen interest
in social justice. He vigorously denounced the injustices committed by his contemporaries, especially by its
leaders, and called the entire nation to repentance with
a great sense of urgency. The favorable response to his
call to prepare for the coming of the eschatological era
of salvation, which implied the approach of judgment,
was twofold: (1) A sense of responsibility towards the
have-nots of society—“He who has two tunics, let him
give to him who has none; and he who has food, let him
do likewise” (Luke 3:11), and (2) A call to ethical leadership—to tax collectors and soldiers who came to him
to be baptized, he respectively said: “Collect no more
than what is appointed for you” (Luke 3:13) and “Do
not intimidate anyone or accuse falsely, and be content
with your wages” (Luke 3:14). John the Baptist’s components of biblical social justice closely echo Micah
6:8, “He has shown you, O man, what is good; And what
does the Lord require of you but to do justly, to love
mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?” and Isaiah
58’s call to cease human exploitation as a prerequisite
to acceptable worship. From this perspective, biblical
social justice is defined in the context of this article as
acting in practical loving ways towards others, in all areas of
life, so as to promote their dignity and wholistic flourishing
as created beings in the image of God.
As Christ’s witnesses and ambassadors, pursuing
justice is central to the gospel commission. It is not
optional or peripheral to what He calls the Church
to be and to do. The pursuit of justice should be fully
embraced by the Church, since its ministry is nothing
else but the continuation of Christ’s ministry. Because
human beings are not one-dimensional spiritual beings, social issues must also be considered as part
and parcel of the presentation of the gospel. Since
God’s work is wholistic, so should the work of His
Church be. It has been suggested that for its mission
to be wholistic, the Church must not restrict itself to
the proclamation of the Good News of God’s Kingdom
and the teaching, baptizing, and spiritual nurturing
of believers. For a recovery of a biblically integrated

4
Michelet Williams, “The Concept of Social Justice in the Social Sciences, in the Bible, and in Adventism,” Journal of
Adventist Mission Studies, 13, no. 2 (2017): 137.
5
C. L. Feinberg, “Peace,” Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 3rd edition by Daniel J. Treier and Walter A. Elwell (Grand
Rapids, MI: BakerAcademic, 2017), 647.

Alan Kreider, Journey Towards Holiness: A Way of Living for God’s Nation (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1987), 108. See also
Perry B. Yoder, Shalom : The Bible’s Word for Salvation, Justice, and Peace (Eugene, OR : Wipf & Stock, 2017).
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understanding of its mission, the Church must also
realize that its responsibility is to respond to human
need by loving service, seek to transform unjust
structures of society, and even be concerned regarding ecological stewardship.8

Promoting Biblical Social Justice through
Ethical Pastoral Leadership
Stories of scandals and illegal activities of many
leaders (both secular and religious) are regularly
reported by the media. In general, the downfall of
those leaders has been their lack of integrity and
their inability to lead according to a set of societal
moral values. While ethics deals with moral principles, values, and beliefs that define what is right
or wrong behavior, integrity has to do with consistency and congruence between values, words, and
actions. In other words, it is not enough for a person
to espouse high ethical standards. They must live up
to them. While ethics helps establish and reinforce
values in institutions, integrity is what makes leaders believable and trustworthy in the eye of those
they lead.9
Because ethics and integrity are often contextually
conceptualized, the Bible alone should define what
moral uprightness is for Christians from all walks of
life and sociocultural contexts. As such, Christians
should not allow the voices of media, political parties,
culture, popular culture, or personal preferences to
overshadow the voice of the Bible on issues related to
ethics and integrity. Because ethics and integrity are
also about acting on what is right, even at personal
cost (Matthew 5:29-30), they are essential tools in the
hands of leaders for promoting social justice. By carefully considering the consequences of their actions
and taking full responsibility for them, Christian
leaders have the ability to influence others for the
best. Leaders’ inability to emulate the values they expect from others erodes and ultimately destroys the
trust between them and the people they lead. When
people lose trust in their leaders, they disengage or
become cynical towards the organizations of which
they are a part. In promoting social justice, what leaders say or do in public should not contradict what they
do or say when they are alone or behind closed doors.
From a biblical perspective, ethical leadership is concerned with leaders influencing others to live ethically
by modeling what it means to stand and act on ethical
principles, no matter how challenging or tempting life
circumstances become (1 Corinthians 11:1).

The simple fact of being a pastor shields no one
from succumbing to unethical behaviors. The downfall of many pastors resulted from their involvement
in unethical relationships, mishandling of money,
and unrestricted desire for position/power/fame.
Safeguarding themselves against any inappropriate
behavior in those aspects of leadership starts with
pastors accepting the fact that they are not infallible.
No pastor should deceive themselves into thinking
that unethical behavior happens only to others. The
following two admonitions should be taken seriously:
“Don’t be so naive and self-confident. You’re not
exempt. You could fall flat on your face as easily as
anyone else. Forget about self-confidence; it’s useless.
Cultivate God-confidence” (1 Corinthians 10:12, The
Message) and “If you’re honest in small things, you’ll
be honest in big things; If you’re a crook in small
things, you’ll be a crook in big things” (Luke 16:10,
The Message).
In view of the centrality of ethics and integrity to
leadership, countless suggestions have been made on
how leaders can develop and display moral uprightness in their leadership. The leadership literature
lists the following key principles as foundational for
the development of sound ethical leadership: concern
for fairness, justice, and honesty, genuine love and
respect for people, altruistic service, self-discipline,
and concern for the common good.10 From a Christian
perspective, the true foundation for ethical leadership is a deep reverence for God. The rationale is that
where there is a profound reverence for God, there
will be concern for fairness, justice, and honesty, genuine love and respect for people, altruistic service,
self-discipline, and concern for the common good.
Below are three practical ways pastors can promote biblical social justice through ethical leadership, starting with their social responsibility to those
closest to them. I will discuss the proactive nature of
these three areas as well as some warning signs when
pastors are weakening their social justice and leadership responsibilities.

Purity in Relationships
Justice is often maintained when ministers
safeguard themselves against unethical relationships by setting clear boundaries and respecting
those boundaries and the boundaries of others.
They should never lend a hand to evil. Those who
are married should carefully guard their relationships with their spouses. Unmarried ministers

8
Andrew Walls and Cathy Ross, eds., Mission in the 21st Century: Exploring the Five Marks of Global Mission (New York: Orbis
Books, 2008), 3-104.
9
Peter G. Northouse, Leadership: Theory and Practice, 8th Edition (Los Angeles: Sage, 2019), 72, 495.
10
Northouse, Leadership, 501-506; Rick Warren, “How to Keep Your Integrity as a Leader,” Pastors.com,
September 4, 2013, https://pastors.com/how-to-keep-your-integrity-as-a-leader/; Terri Williams, “Why
Integrity Remains One of the Top Leadership Attributes,” https://execed.economist.com/blog/industry-trends/
why-integrity-remains-one-top-leadership-attributes.

CURRENT, 2021

39

should safeguard themselves for their future spouses.
(It is very important to point out here that singleness
is not necessarily a bad thing. Great servants of God
such as the prophet Jeremiah and John the Baptist
were singles.) When pastors cannot meet alone with
someone of the opposite gender, they need to be out
of the hearing of others for confidentiality but never
out of sight. There are situations where it would be
best to not meet alone with any person of the opposite
gender other than a family member. When tempted to
engage in any unethical relationship, think about what
that will do to: (1) you, your family, and your ministry;
(2) the other person you are inappropriately getting
involved with, their family, and their career; (3) the
witness of the church; and (4) the Kingdom of God.

Accountability in Finances
Pastors can safeguard themselves against mishandling money by learning the discipline of living within
a budget, saving regularly, and being careful about
how they relate to their congregation’s money. They
need to ensure that church funds are strictly used for
the ministry purposes to which they have been allocated. For additional credibility, pastors should work
with their finance committees or boards to see that
security protocols are in place to guard tithes and offerings from ever being available to only one person.
Two or more people should hold each other accountable with cash and check funds until they are secured
in a safe or deposited in the church’s bank account.
Finally, in order not to discredit their ministry, pastors
should decline any type of gift that could potentially
bring them into disrepute or compromise their prophetic role. Setting boundaries in both relationships
and finances can equip pastors to help others set their
own boundaries.11

Right Attitude to Position, Power, and Fame
True success in pastoral ministry is not contingent
on position, power, or fame. True and lasting success
glorifies God, contributes to a person’s overall wellbeing, and benefits one’s family and society. It is the result
of being where God wants a person to be, doing what
He wants them to do, the way He wants them to do it.
From such a perspective, no ministry role is too small
or insignificant.
Jacques Doukhan rightly warns that “leadership
opens one to the dangerous temptation to abuse of
power or to assume superiority over others.”12 To avoid

falling into the temptation to abuse power or assume
superiority over others, Christian leadership should
always be conceptualized as a call to selflessly serve
others. Just as God who serves humans with all they
need for their wellbeing (cf. Genesis 1:2-25, 29; Psalm
145:15; Matthew 5:45), service should be the vocation
of every Christian leader. Jesus set the tone for the use
of power and authority in spiritual leadership by calling
His disciples to find greatness through servanthood,
pointing to the fact that He Himself came not to receive
service but to give it (Matthew 20:28). He constantly
warned them against any immoral or unethical use of
power and authority delegated to them. When James
and John requested the highest positions in Jesus’
kingdom, it caused the other ten disciples to voice
their frustration, probably because they also desired
the same for themselves. Jesus seized that occasion
as a teaching moment on ethical spiritual leadership
(Matthew 20:20-28). Although Jesus validated power
and authority as the currency of leadership, at the
same time He reoriented “the use of power and authority
away from gaining advantage over others toward serving
them.”13 He wanted them to use the power and authority He bestowed on them not as a source of personal
aggrandizement or mercenary adventure, but rather as
an opportunity to selflessly serve others (Matthew 10:1,
8). Moses is a remarkable example of selfless service.
Reflecting on his deliberate choice to “suffer affliction
with the people of God [rather] than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin” (Hebrews 11:25), Rick Warren
comments that
There are few people in the history of the world that
had more potential to have the power, privilege, and position that Moses did. He was the second man in line for
the number one position as Pharaoh of the most successful nation of the world at that time—Egypt. And he
left it all to lead a bunch of slaves across the desert. He
gave up power, position, and privilege—the very things
most of us spend our entire lives trying to get. He gave
it up because he had his values right. He had his values
right because he had his vision right. He kept his eyes
on the future reward.14

On leaders’ quest for social recognition, Robert
McGee advises that Christians should see their true
worth through God’s eyes rather than those of others.
They should avoid falling into the performance trap,
becoming approval addicts, or being crippled by the
fear of failure. He is of the view that feeling good about
one’s self should not be contingent with meeting certain standards or being approved by certain people.

11
An excellent resource on purity in relationships and accountability in finances is Andy Stanley, “Guard Rails,” https://
guardrails.org.
12
Jacques B. Doukhan, The Creation Narrative,” in Servant and Friends: A Biblical Theology of Leadership, edited by Skip Bell
(Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press, 2014), 32.
13
Gene Wilkes, “The Use of Power and Authority in Leadership,” March 2018, B. H. Carroll Theological Institute, https://
bhcarroll.edu/2018/03/14/the-use-of-power-and-authority-in-leadership/. (Italics in the original).
14
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Much of a person’s life can be wasted trying to gain the
approval of others.15 Because pastors are not perfect,
they should not be afraid to be vulnerable with their
parishioners. Whenever they make mistakes, they
should be quick to admit them, apologize for them,
and fix them. Falling short of that will end up alienating those they have been graciously sent to minister
to. It is important that pastors develop the habit of
treating every human being fairly, irrespective of their
race, ethnicity, culture, gender, age, or social class. All
people are loved by God and equally created in His
image. No matter how much pastors crave social recognition, they need to refrain from exaggerating their
accomplishments or compromising denominational
standards and expectations to achieve their goals.
Finally, because ministry is a team effort, it is essential that pastors always praise others for their contributions. Credit needs to be given to whoever credit is
due. While pastors want to be “stars” in what they do,
they have the ethical responsibility to make others
shine as well.16

followers, ethics and integrity are central to godly
Christian leadership. Words are not enough to effect
any long-term change. It also takes more than official denominational statements to effect change in
Christian institutions. At the executive level, policies
can be voted and consequences for breaking those
policies clearly stipulated. However, it takes more
than that to effect change of attitude and behavior.
It takes people with changed hearts and a genuine
embodiment of those policies in everyday life and
conduct to effect real change. Peter Northouse is right
when he states that “Although all of us have an ethical
responsibility to treat other people as unique human
beings, leaders have a special responsibility, because
the nature of their leadership puts them in a special
position in which they have a greater opportunity to influence others in significant ways.”17 Leading ethically
remains one of the most efficient ways of reinforcing
and promoting social justice.

Conclusion
God has placed a clear call on His Church to engage
in social justice. Given the central role of pastors in
equipping the Church for this work, it is important for
their leadership to be characterized by humility and
vigilance towards the boundaries that support social
justice. Since there is symbiosis between leaders and
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